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OPINION

PROFESSOR DASARATH CHETTY

AT THE recent Child Welfare Durban
and District annual general meeting, the
national address delivered by President
Cyril Ramaphosa was discussed,

The horrific discovery of 12 women’s
bodies dumped across the City of Ekurhu-
leni between July and September laid
bare, once again, the relentless brutality
of gender-based violence and femicide
(GBVE) in South Africa.

Faced with national outrage, the
president’s speech demonstrated decisive
executive action. It introduced sweep-
ing crimina(l’gus(ice interventions: rapid
detective mobilisations, kwtnsm ic eviden-

iary management, strict bail protocols,
au::? urgent municipal audits to ?emcdlate
I)ublic safety hazards like broken street-
ights and own fields.

Yet, beneath the well-received asser-
tiveness lies a policy deficit. The narra-
tive concentrates exclusively on
law enforcement, forensic backlogs, and
municipal clean-ups, From the vantage
point of non-profit organisations {NPOs)
and community-based organisations
{CBOs), this posture represents a wel-
come, but insufficient, response.

By treating GBVF as an operational
failure of police and laboratories rather
thun a multifaceted crisis requiring a
sustained care infrastructure, the state
has unintentionally sidelined the very
formations that keep vulnerable women
alive. South Africa does not suffer from
a lack of strategic vision. The National
Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence
and Femicide (NSP-GBVF 2020-2030)
was conceived specifically to break away
from siloed, knee- icing responses,

It established an intchcpcndcnt,
multisectoral framework anchored by six
comprehensive pillars:

1. ?\cmunmbility. coordination, and lead-
ership.
2 Pn!')\'cnliuu and rebuilding social cobe-

S100.

3. Justice, safety, and protection,

4. Response, care, support, and healing,
5. Economic power and autonomy

6. Research and information management
systems.

The executive directives concentrated
resources and political capital into Pil-
lar 3 (Justice, safety, and protection),
while paytr;g insufficient attention to the
VRl st police docke

ile st mn e s
and clearing DRA bacﬁloﬁnre critical
components of justice, Pillar 3 cannot
function (n a vacuum. Prevention (Pillar
2) was relegated to generic moral appeals
rather than evidence-based community
curricula.

Economic empowerment  (Pillar
5) - essential to helping women escape
financially abusive environments - went
unaddressed,

Crllitall‘/. Pillar 4 (Response, care,
support, and healing) was also not men-
toned.

The overlooked lifeline: Frontline NPOs
and shelter realities

In South Africa, the state does not
directly run the ma)ori(l]' of frontline
victim support services. Under statutory
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Ramaphosa’s GBVF response overlooks
the care system survivors rely on
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frameworks like the Domestic Violence
Act and the Victim Empowerment Pro-
gramme (VEP), the burden of survivor
care falls squarely on NPOs and CBOs.

These organisations operate the shel-
ters that provide emergency refuge; they
answer the 24-hour crisis hotlines; they
deliver trauma and ps ial coun-
selling; and they provide court accom-

animent when terrified survivors must
ace their abusers. Yet, while there was
an acknowl of community and
faith-based organisations, the address
provided no operational planning, sys-
temic integration, or fiscal commitments
to support them,

South Africa’s care and sheltering sec-
tor currently faces catastrophic funding
instability. Shelters navigate irregular,
discretionary provincial grants and short-
term annual contracts that frequently
arrive months late, forcing safe houses to
turn desperate women away. Ex; ccli:’g
civil society to carry statutory social wel-
fare responsibilities without dedicated,
multignr funding baselines is unsus-
tainabie,

The inherent limitation of the
approach taken is that it acts strictly post-
facto - it mobilises state power only after
a woman has already been beaten, raped,
or murdered, People agree South Africa
cannot simply .lﬂc ice its way out” of this
epidemic. Yet, the concrete mechanisms
announced do only that.

Focusing on criminal justice while
neglecting NPOs triggers a second-order
systemic collapse within the courts. When
u survivor opens a domestic violence
docket or applies for a protection order,
the threat of retaliatory violence spikes
immediately. If local shelters are full or
defunded, and NPOy lack the resources
to offer emergency bousing, food, or child
support, the survivor i forced to return
to the perpetrator’s home,

Under severe physical danger and
finuncial coercion, many women are com-
pelled to withdraw charges or refuse to
tewtify. As a result, expedited dockets und
cleared forensic backlogs collapse before
trial due to witness attrition, The criminal
ustice machinery grinds to a balt not

ause detectives failed, but because the
soctal care net under the victim did not

exist, Impunity continues, and cycles of
violence culminate in fatal femicide.

Unfunded mandates and municipal
deficits

The situation is compounded by task-
ing local municipalities with conducting
women's safety audits and remediating
physical hazards within strict 60- to
90-day windows. While securing aban-
doned buildings, clearing overgrown
brush, and repairing streetlights are
necessary environmental interventions,

assigning them to struggling local coun-
cils without ring-fenced national t
funding risks creating hollow, illed

mandates,

Across South Africa, municipalities
are already buckling under basic service
delivery failures. Treating GBVF through
short-term administrative ultimatums
addresses secondary symptoms while
:gnoring the primary root causes of vio-
ence.

The path forward: Balancing justice
with comprehensive care

Government must realign its strat
with the full breadth of the NSP-GBVE
National Treasury and the Department
of Social Development must establish
Fmtcclcd. multi-year funding agreements
or accredited shelters, raEe crisis centres,
and community counselling providers.

Civil society networks must be
formally embedded into national and
provincial security and justice com-
mand councils, linki po{ice responses
directly to vafe house placement and court
accompaniment, Moral appeals must be
rc{»lm.‘cd by sustained state funding for
evidence-based primary prevention and
school-based gender equity education,

Tightening bail conditions and
tracking dockets are necessary steps, but

unitive deterrence alone cannot heal a

ractured society. Frontline NPOs and
shelters are ay foundational to national
security as police stations and forensic
labs. We need o comprebensive response
to South Africa’s national tragedy.
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